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R398Turkish biologists have much to be 
worried about: the drift to Islamism is 
creeping ahead in the perception of 
many academics so the enthusiastic 
welcome for an American 
evolutionary biologist earlier this 
year provided a welcome fillip for 
university staff.
Turkey represents a unique state: 
formed from the remnants of the 
centuries-old Ottoman empire in 
1923, it was headed by Mustafa 
Kemal Ataturk, who became 
Turkey’s first president. Ataturk 
was determined to create a modern 
state and prevent Islam from being 
as influential in government as it 
had been during Ottoman times. 
He scrapped the Arabic alphabet in 
favour of the Roman one, granted 
equal rights for women and reformed 
education, including the elimination 
of the compulsory religious courses 
and introducing evolutionary theory 
as an important part of the biology 
curriculum. He also decided to avoid 
Istanbul as the capital of the new 
state in favour of the geographical 
more central, Ankara, less steeped in 
complex religious history.
In the new Turkey, the Army was 
secularised so that Islam could 
not have any military power and 
it banned education in extremist 
Feature
sectarian centres. A new legal 
system was adopted, creating a 
new Western-style country within 
ten years of Ataturk’s control. In the 
educational reforms, Ataturk himself 
wrote some of the chapters of the 
‘History and Civilised Knowledge’ 
textbook for high schools, which 
defended evolution, materialism and 
Western science.
But, since Ataturk’s death in 
1938, Turkey has seen upheavals 
in Ataturk’s plans with religious 
conservatives seeking to recreate 
conditions more reminiscent of 
Ottoman times, popular with many 
people. But Ataturk’s secular state 
has established many supporters 
within academia, the law and the 
military.
Creationism is creeping into the universities to the alarm of researchers 
supporting Ataturk’s vision of a secular state. Nigel Williams reports.
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Embedded: Both Christianity and Islam are deeply interwoven in the history of Istanbul, as the ancient, originally Christian, church of 
Hagia Sophia shown here displays. Turkey has sought to separate religion from the state but researchers fear for the future. (Photo: 
Hamis/Alamy.)
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R399Most visitors to Turkey still find 
Ankara the most ‘Western’ in attitudes 
and appearance, compared with other 
Turkish cities. And Ankara is now the 
centre of a battle against the rise of 
creationism in Turkey.
Tensions are rising in Turkey’s 
schools and universities as 
academics and scientists confront 
the growing influence of Islamic 
creationists. There is alarm that 
Turkey seems to be becoming a 
major centre of creationism not just 
in the Middle East. The Science 
Research Foundation (BAV), a 
secretive group that has led a 
challenge to evolutionary theory in 
Turkey for 15 years boasts: “Not just 
the Middle East, the world.”
Headed by Adnan Oktar, BAV made 
headlines internationally in February 
last year when it mailed copies of a 
weighty and lavishly illustrated Atlas of 
Creation to teachers and researchers 
both in Turkey and worldwide. BAV’s 
activities are integrally connected to 
the rise of Islamic fundamentalism 
in Turkey, where secularism and 
science have become more rooted 
and strongly established than in many 
other Islamic countries.
Even though the Qur’an describes 
the creation of life on earth as a 
purposeful action by Allah, some 
Muslim philosophers have defended 
evolutionary ideas based on the 
notion of the Great Chain of Being. 
“This interpretation is similar to 
that advanced by Christian theistic 
evolutionists, who claim that 
evolution is also created by God,” 
says evolutionary biologist Aykut 
Kence, at the Middle East Technical 
University (METU) in Ankara. “One 
such philosopher was the fourteenth 
century Ibn Khaldun, who proposed 
an evolutionary theory in which 
created life originates from minerals, 
evolved into plants and then evolved 
into animals”, he says.
Creationism is now being taught 
officially in high schools since 1985, 
researchers say. They believe it was 
imported from the US by the ministry 
of education in collaboration with 
the American creationists. As the 
scientific community was not as 
powerful as in the US, creationism 
met with little resistance so that 
they could train teachers who were 
against science and evolution, they 
believe. When the teachers were 
surveyed, rejection of evolution 
because of the conflict with their Welcomed: Chicago evolutionist Jerry Coyne recently lectured on evolution to a large audi-
ence in Ankara.religious views was higher among the 
young teachers, researchers say.
So the programme of inviting 
overseas researchers to lecture 
on evolutionary issues at METU 
in Ankara is drawing increasing 
interest. The first invited lecturer 
was Douglas Futuyama with a talk 
entitled ‘The Theory of Evolution: 
The Most Important Theory in 
Biology’. Andrew Berry followed 
with a lecture on ‘Evolution and 
Us’. And this spring Jerry Coyne 
gave a talk entitled ‘Feeding and 
Gloating: Evolution versus Intelligent 
Design’. The lectures focused on 
the importance of science in human 
society and how evolutionary theory 
benefits us and why scientific 
creationism and intelligent design 
are not scientific but religious 
views,” says Kence.
The present government of 
Recep Erdogan is causing concern 
for many who support the secular 
state. His AKP party is Islamic, 
critics say, but it enjoys substantial 
public support. So opposition to any 
moves by the government to weaken 
the divide between secular state 
and popular Islam can quickly be 
deemed undemocratic. A challenge 
was launched by the supreme court 
in March to the perceived Islamic 
challenges to the secular state.
If this trend continues, researchers 
fear that they will not be able to teach 
science and evolution to the coming 
generations. Many scientists are 
trying to stop and change this trend in Turkey. Their fears are that religious 
fundamentalism threatens current 
education policy.
Kence points out that the lecture 
theatre in METU, which is used to 
hold the evolution lectures, can seat 
800 people and they had no problem 
filling it for the talks. And the most 
recent talk by Coyne was the most 
crowded, with several hundred more 
people turning up for it from different 
parts of Turkey, Kence says.
Many believe that enlightening 
people on science and evolution 
can be successful. “More and more 
scientists are getting involved in 
defending science and evolution,” 
says Kence. The students at METU 
and other universities are more willing 
to get involved in defending science 
and evolution, he says. Coyne says 
he found them an enthusiastic 
audience. But he was concerned 
about the future of evolutionary 
studies in the country in the face of 
creationist pressures. 
But, while there are worries about 
the direction of the popular AKP 
Party, given the recent decision 
to lift the ban on headscarves in 
universities, academics hope that the 
secularism built into the Turkish state, 
so fundamental to Ataturk’s vision for 
the future, will ultimately prevail.
“Although creationists are spending 
incredible amounts of funds of 
unknown origin in their campaign 
against evolution, we believe that 
science will win in the end,” says 
Kence.
